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THIS IS AN EXCITING TIME!
Society is beginning to realize that most children
with Down syndrome learn better when taught
alongside typically developing kids. Including
children with disabilities in standard education
classes, with appropriate classroom supports,
enriches the learning experience for ALL children. 
 
But kids have questions.
Parents have questions.
  
For parents, “those” kids weren’t in our classes
when we were in school, so we don’t have much
information about their unique gifts and
challenges. 

DSAWM encourages you to use the enclosed Q&A
to talk with your kids-and educate yourself-
about Down syndrome. By taking the time to
learn more about our peers with Down syndrome,
we open the door to new friendships and
opportunities to be advocates in our own
communities.

And remember! If your child doesn't understand a
term, or is unsure about what language is
appropriate, encourage them to ask. We are all
learning together.

SIMPLE ANSWERS
TO KIDS' (NOT SO

SIMPLE) QUESTIONS:
INFORMATION TO

ENCOURAGE FRIENDSHIPS

Down Syndrome Association of West Michigan
160 68th St. SW, Ste. 110 | Grand Rapids, MI 49548

616-956-3488 | info@dsawm.org | dsawm.org

DOWN SYNDROME ASSOCIATION
OF WEST MICHIGAN

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Different: A Great Thing To Be
by Heather Avis and Sarah
Mensinga (2021)

Eli, Included
by Michelle Sullivan (2019)

A Friend Like Anian
by Meeka Caldwell (2020)

My Friend Has Down Syndrome
by Jennifer Moore-Mallinos (2008)

Sibling Support Project
www.siblingsupport.org

Visit our website to learn
more and find opportunities
for your family to volunteer

and engage with our
community!

www.dsawm.org

DSAWM's Let's Talk About Down
Syndrome: A Language Guide
www.dsawm.org



DOWN SYNDROME Q&A
WHAT IS DOWN SYNDROME?
Down syndrome is something that causes
differences in the way a person looks and learns.
No two people with Down syndrome are quite the
same, but they are often extra flexible in their
joints, have eyes that slant, have small ears and
a small nose and grow more slowly than other
kids. People with Down syndrome also tend to
learn more slowly than others.

WHY IS IT CALLED DOWN SYNDROME?
A doctor named John Langdon Down was the
first person to write about this condition. It’s not
called Down syndrome because we should be
“down” or depressed about it.

WHY DO PEOPLE HAVE DOWN SYNDROME? 
People with Down syndrome are born with one
extra chromosome in some or all of their cells.
Chromosomes contain the directions that tell
your body how to grow. These directions tell your
body what color your eyes and hair will be, how
big your nose will be, whether you will be a good
singer, and many other things. When a person
has an extra chromosome, it mixes up their
body’s directions a little. That is why people with
Down syndrome look a little different and have to
try harder to learn. Nobody knows why some
babies are born with Down syndrome, but we do
know that it is nobody’s fault. 

WILL DOWN SYNDROME GO AWAY?
No. Down syndrome is not a sickness. Most
people with Down syndrome are very healthy,
although nearly 50% are born with heart defects,
most of which are corrected by surgery. You
cannot “catch” Down syndrome. The only way to
get Down syndrome is to be born with it.

WHY CAN'T MY FRIEND WITH DOWN SYNDROME
TALK VERY WELL?
Many people with Down syndrome have trouble
learning to talk. Many little kids first learn to
communicate by using their hands in sign
language. Kids with Down syndrome also benefit
from having a teacher help them learn to talk (a
speech and language pathologist), but the best
teachers are often other kids.
 
If you know a person with Down syndrome and
you don’t understand them, ask them to repeat
themselves or show you what they mean. Just
because a person with Down syndrome doesn’t
talk to you doesn’t mean they don’t want to be
your friend. They may just need extra time and
extra help.

CAN PEOPLE WITH DOWN SYNDROME LEARN?
Yes! People with Down syndrome can and do
learn, but have to work harder than others, and
may need more time and extra help. Kids with
Down syndrome can participate in all school
activities even though they may not learn
everything. 

DO PEOPLE WITH DOWN SYNDROME GROW UP?
Yes. In adulthood, many people with Down
syndrome have jobs, go to college, live
independently, and support their communities.
Some become actors or actresses, work on
Capitol Hill in Washington DC, and even compete
in the Olympics! People with Down syndrome
bring to their jobs enthusiasm, reliability, and
dedication. 

DO PEOPLE WITH DOWN SYNDROME HAVE
FEELINGS?

Yes. Just like everyone, people with Down
syndrome have feelings.

WHY DOES MY FRIEND WITH DOWN SYNDROME
ACT DIFFERENTLY THAN OTHER KIDS?
People with Down syndrome have difficulty with
language and talking. Many kids want to interact
and play with their friends, but don’t know how,
are afraid they won’t be understood, or afraid
that they will be told, “No, you can’t play.” Some
kids with Down syndrome get overwhelmed when
too many things are going on at the same time. 

CAN I HELP MY FRIEND?
Yes! Play and talk with people with Down
syndrome. If they’re having trouble playing a
game, give them time and extra help, or ask what
game they want to play. Find out what your friend
likes to do. Hang out together. 

Remember, you and your friend with Down
syndrome are much more alike than different!

They can feel happy, silly,
sad, sorry, or upset, just like
you. People with Down
syndrome enjoy friends
and family and can be
hurt when someone
teases or makes fun of
them – just like you.


